






Modelling “Self” through Writing –
Lin Yutang as a Philosopher of the Art of Life
Abstract
In the paper, I reconstruct the philosophical practice of Lin Yutang and argue that his tho-
ught can be interpreted as a philosophy of the art of life. I point out that the essence of Lin’s 
philosophical practice is the art of writing. Similarly to other philosophers of the art of life, 
Lin is both an artist and philosopher. Therefore, he himself is the central theme of his essays. 
In his performative art, Lin constructs his “self” and shapes the model of philosophical life 
deeply rooted in the tradition of Chinese leisure culture. The model of everyday life propo-









group,	known	as	Analects,	 and	edit	 a	 series	of	popular	 literary	magazines,	
such as Lunyu or Renjianshi (This Human World)	in	Shanghai.	Apart	from	the	
above-mentioned	two	esteemed	writers,	Lin’s	oeuvre	has	often	been	placed	in	
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a	profound	 influence	 on	his	own	 thinking.	–	
Yutang	 Lin,	 From  Pagan  to  Christian,	 The	
World	Publishing	Company,	Ohio	1959,	p.	44.	
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tion	 toward	Western	 thought,	 including	 the	 thread	of	Christianity	 that	 runs	
through	Lin’s	oeuvre,	especially	after	1959.	Although	he	was	eager	to	share	
his philosophical insights in various shorter and longer texts and often reca-
pitulated	his	“personal	philosophy”,	Lin	Yutang	avoided	pompous	names	and	
designations.	His	essays	are	full	to	the	brim	with	brilliant	remarks,	sparkling	




son,	and	Montaigne,5 he belongs to a large group of thinkers whose position 








of	 important	monographs	 on	 ancient	 philosophy,	 the	 philosophy	 of	 the	 art	
of	life	is	a	historically	valid	form	of	philosophical	activity,	on	a	par	with	the	
strictly	theoretical	variety,	philosophers	of	the	art	of	life	are	now	more	often	
discussed	 in	 departments	 of	 culture	 studies,	 literature,	 or	 anthropology.	 In	
their	focus	on	practising	philosophy	as	an	art	of	life,	they	distance	themselves	
from philosophy understood as a purely theoretical enterprise. This kind of at-
titude,	one	that	aspires	to	objectivity	and	scientific	truth,	is	the	target	of	Lin’s	
scathing	criticism;	the	only	philosophy	he	ever	invokes	is	the	philosophy	of	
living.	To	my	mind,	Lin’s	critique	of	academic	philosophy7 and his protests 
that he is not a philosopher should both be viewed against the backdrop of the 
perennial dispute between philosophers-practitioners and philosophers-theo-
rists.	“If	you	want	philosophy	to	involve	hair-splitting,	then	I	am	not	a	phi-
losopher”,	Lin	seems	to	be	saying,	“personally,	I	have	never	been	interested	
in a philosophy of this kind”.8 It is a practical philosophy that he sees as his 
primary	object	of	interest	and	field	of	activity.	This	article	aims	to	show	that	
placing  his  meandering  thought  in  the  context  of  the  philosophy  of  the  art  
of  life  allows  us  to  pose  questions  other  than  those  normally  asked  about  
contemporary	 philosophers,	 and	 thus	 allows	 us	 to	 better	 identify	 the	most	
important	elements	of	Lin	Yutang’s	philosophical	practice.
Shaping the Philosophical “Self” – a Philosophical Dimension




angle. They do not seem to be convinced that their answers should translate 
into	who	they	become.	What	matters	to	them,	above	all,	is	the	formal	quality	





crete personality that stands behind the philosophical answers.
The	other	group	consists	of	the	philosophers	of	the	art	of	life,	who,	Nehamas	
argues,	include	the	likes	of	Montaigne,	Nietzsche,	Foucault,	Pascal,	Schopen-
hauer,	Kierkegaard,	Emerson,	Thoreau	or	Wittgenstein.9 According to Neha-
mas,	these	thinkers	all	share	the	belief	that	philosophical	convictions,	as	long	
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events,11  is  created  by  philosophers  as  they  consolidate  experiences  gained  





ophers of the art of life put such a scrupulous emphasis on personality and 
place	it	at	the	core	of	their	writings.	In	this	context,	it	should	become	clearer	
why	Lin	often	emphasises	 that	he	only	shares	his	personal	philosophy,	 the	





is the touchstone on which all philosophies must be tested for validity”.13 The 





the sine qua non	of	writing	“for	freedom	is	the	very	soul	of	art”.15




into the realm of thinking.”16
He writes what he would say to his intimate friends when he is at home and 
on	his	home	ground.	To	achieve	the	effect	of	“intimacy”	in	the	author-reader	
relationship,	Lin	falls	back	on	many	tried-and-tested	techniques.17 The appeal 
of	his	writings	largely	stems	from	the	fact	that	they	seem	to	be	offhand	notes,	
intended	 not	 as	 elaborate	 conceits,	 but	 rather	 simple	 personal	 confessions.	


































as	 “philosophical”	 in	 the	Western	 sense,	 although	 it	 is	 typical	 for	 philoso-
phers-artists  from the  wenren  (a  man  of  culture,	educated,	civilised)	 circle	













and their impact on the development of his philosophical self can hardly be 
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only  some people  create  or  arrive  at  a  sense  
of	 “self”	 and	 become	 fully	 themselves	 over	
time. It is in this second sense that Nehamas 
conceives of the philosophers of the art of life. 
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you. A person forming his ideas in this manner will often be astounded to discover how another 
writer	said	exactly	the	same	things	and	felt	exactly	the	same	way,	but	perhaps	expressed	the	





communion that I recognise as real when two men separated by the ages think the same thoughts 
and sense the same feelings and each perfectly understands the other.”21
Lin	shares	Nehamas’s	intuition	that,	not	unlike	our	choice	of	friends,	the	phi-
losophers  we  admire  reveal  something  very  important  about  our  own  per-
sonality.	Lin	says	that	he	is	made	up	of	quotations	and	cannot	know	whether	




nevertheless,	my	ideas;	 they	have	become	a	part	of	my	being.	If	 they	have	taken	root	 in	my	
being,	it	is	because	they	express	something	original	in	me,	and	when	I	first	encountered	them,	





Lin	devotes	a	whole	chapter	in	The Importance of Living,	bears	all	the	hall-




inside	himself	and	find	 the	appropriate	 formulas	 that	will	shape	and	renew	
him.	Writing	 thus	 becomes	 a	 difficult	 exercise	 and,	 as	 is	 the	 case	with	 all	
meditation,	the	trick	is	to	be	mindful	and	completely	engaged	in	practising	
the	 “way	 of	 ancestors”.	 Lin	 allows	 the	 explanation	 of,	 and	meditation	 on,	
the	ancestors’	words	to	really	shape	his	mind;	it	is	an	attempt	to	inhabit	their	
minds on a deep level.23	Thus,	writing	illustrates	the	process	of	shaping	a	high	
personality,	which	is,	according	to	him,	the	very	soul	of	every	art.24






































be	 identified	 as	 the	 forerunners	 of	 this	 tradition29  occurs  precisely  through  
creative	writing.	The	 philosophers	 of	 the	 art	 of	 life	 play	 a	 dual	 role:	 they	
are the authors of their writings and the characters at their core. They are at 
once	the	creator,	and	the	work	of	art,	the	product	of	their	own	life-shaping/
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2020).
24   
Y.	Lin,	The Importance of Living,	p.	374.
25   
A.	Nehamas,	The Art of Living,	p.	3.
26	   
Y.	Lin,	The Little Critic,	p.	2.
27   
Y.	Lin,	The Importance of Living,	p.	385.
28   
Ibid.,	p.	284.
29   










a multidimensional process of self-creation that consciously taps various lit-
erary genres and styles. It can be appreciated in almost every single sentence 
of	his	prose,	which	sparkles	with	metaphor,	irony,	periphrasis,	allusion,	and	
hidden quotations from poets. This dimension cannot be reached without the 
process	of	writing,	which	is	why	Lin	devotes	long	passages	to	analyse	this	
practice as a form of art.
Writing as Practice
The literary dimension of philosophy cannot be actualised without the process 
of	writing.	One	 of	 the	most	 important	 conclusions	Nehamas	 reached	 after	
years of research on philosophers such as Plato and Nietzsche was that writ-
ing	is	an	inseparable	part	of	the	art	of	life,	an	indispensable	practice:
“The	art	of	living,	though	a	practical	art,	is	therefore	practiced	in	writing.	The	question	whether	
its practitioners applied it successfully to themselves is secondary and in most cases impossible 
to	answer.	We	want	a	philosophy	that	consists	of	views	in	harmony	with	the	actions,	with	the	
mode	of	 life	of	 those	who	hold	them.	But	 the	main	question	still	 is	not	whether,	as	a	matter	



















to take down amorphous intuitions in the form of intellectually perceptible 
signs.	Writing	almost	every	day	for	many	years,	Lin	reflects	on	various	issues,	
incessantly	transforming	and	reshaping	his	philosophical	self.	“Thinking	is	an	





sometimes comes as a surprise to the author himself.33 Art must be spontane-























Shaping the Image of a Philosophical Life
To be able to recognise that we are dealing with the philosopher of the art of 
life,	and	not	simply	with	a	writer,	his	writing	activity,	although	it	may	fill	 a	
significant	part	of	his	life,	must	definitely	be	subordinated	to	life	itself.	“The	
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universe as far as we happen to know it.”42
Readers	 of	 the	philosophers	 of	 art	 of	 life,	 as	Nehamas	notes,43	 can	find	 in	
their	writings	a	number	of	convincing	models	of	how	to	construct	a	unified,	
meaningful  life.  It  is  the  very  image  of  a  life  shaped  by  the  philosophical  
reflection	that	makes	one	of	the	most	important	themes	in	Lin’s	writings.	Lin	
employs	models	 available	 in	Chinese	culture	 to	 formulate	 an	art	of	 living,	
using	the	convention	of	a	quasi-biography	(such	as	Confucius	or	Su	Tungpo)	




of any poet or philosopher is attempted there.





practitioners applied it successfully to themselves is secondary and in most 
cases impossible to answer”45 seems to be very accurate. What is important 
here is a certain model of philosophical life that is proposed to us. The ques-
tion	to	what	extent	this	“convincing	model”	is	applicable	in	a	specific	biogra-
phy,	although	often	raised	by	historians,	recedes	into	the	background	from	a	
philosophical perspective. It is philosophically fruitful to study the image of 
philosophical life in the writings themselves,	not	anything	else.	Nehamas	even	
goes as far as to suggest that this image should be considered from the point 
of	view	of	everyday	life,	but	ours	rather	than	the	author’s:
“…	the	most	 important	 accomplishments	of	 these	modern	 thinkers	are	 the	 self-portraits	 that	
confront	us	in	their	writings.	[…]	the	image	of	life	contained	in	their	writings	is	a	philosophical	
matter,	and	though	it	too	will	remain	a	matter	of	contention,	the	contention	will	be	over	whether	














Western	reader	before	1959,48 reveals that he is only seemingly carefree in his 
choice	of	subjects	and	could	only,	if	at	all,	be	considered	“a	lazy	fellow	from	






his detailed narratives serve as a way to paint a surprisingly consistent portrait 
of  himself.  The  portrait  is  modelled  on  a  Chinese  philosopher-practitioner  
who	has	not	lost	a	sense	of	values,	of	the	proper	end	of	human	life,	which	is	




remedy for the West he deliberately prescribes the model of traditional Chi-
nese	leisure	culture,	in	which	“the	man	who	is	wisely	idle	is	the	most	cultured	
man	[…].	The	wisest	man	is	therefore	he	who	loafs	most	gracefully”.52 As a 
result,	he	premeditatedly	sets	up	the	“old	rogue”,	the	“scamp”	or	the	fisher-
man-amateur	as	an	ideal.	Thus,	he	creates	an	evocative	image	of	a	man	who	














to live in only when men have imbued themselves in the light gayety of this spirit. The modern 
man	takes	life	far	too	seriously,	and	because	he	is	too	serious,	the	world	is	full	of	troubles.”55
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and our thoughts too involved. This seriousness and this involved complexity of our thought 






of thinking are characteristic of humor and must arise from it.”56
In	this	very	spirit,	Lin	promotes	humor	and	pens	theoretical	treatises	on	the	
phenomenon.	Humor	 occupies	 an	 important	 position	 in	 his	 philosophy,	 as	
laughter	allows	for	natural	relaxation	of	the	mind	and	body:




In	 Lin’s	 philosophy,	 the	 somatic	 affects	 both	writing	 and	 thinking	 –	 he	 is	
pleased	 to	find	 his	 intuitions	 confirmed	 by	Western	 science	 and	points	 out	
that	they	are	also	supported	by	the	writings	of	many	obscure	Chinese	writers,	
albeit in a language whose modality differs from that of the West (and which 
Lin	prefers	as	more	vivid).	He	writes:
“We	are	beginning	to	see	today,	with	the	help	of	biological	knowledge,	that	the	whole	organisa-





worms which impel and urge the author to create for no reason whatsoever.”58
Lin	most	frequently	talks	of	the	“over-supply	of	energy”	(qi)	since	the	word	
“energy”	encompasses	both	the	mental	and	the	physical,	and	thus	perfectly	
captures the somato-mental dimension of action driven by the aesthetic im-
pulse.	Lin	explains:














tal  and  the  corporeal  is  quite  understandable  in  a  philosophy  rooted  in  an  















the stereotype of a philosopher living apart from his own body. As we would 
say	today,	he	even	presents	himself	–	as	a	body philosopher proposing some 
kind  of  somatic  philosophy.62  The  model  of  philosophical  life  is  also  con-
structed here in contrast to the stereotype of the life of a word-focused phi-
losopher-observer,	which	is	reduced	to,	borrowing	a	phrase	from	Safranski,	






want to touch anything or get involved in anything.65	The	observer’s	attitude	
requires	a	detachment	from	the	current	of	what	is	being	observed;	objectifica-
tion is associated with disembodiment. And disembodiment means being cut 
off	from	the	sources	of	life	and	treating	thought	as	unrelated	to	the	body,	as	
if	it	could	be	extracted,	detached	from	the	psycho-bodily	self.	Whereas,	Lin	
takes	 it	 for	granted	 that	personality,	 including	 the	philosophical	one,	 is	not	
only	expressed	through	the	mind:
“The	thing	called	‘self’	or	‘personality’	consists	of	a	bundle	of	limbs,	muscles,	nerves,	reason,	
sentiments,	 culture,	 understanding,	 experience,	 and	 prejudices.	 It	 is	 partly	 nature	 and	 partly	
culture,	partly	born	and	partly	cultivated.	One’s	nature	is	determined	at	the	time	of	his	birth,	or	
even before it.”66 
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nition of our having a body”.67	Hence,	according	to	Lin,	the	problem	of	the	
body	is	at	the	core	of	practical	philosophy,	and	thus,	of	his	own	philosoph-
ical	project.	Practice	is	a	bodily,	or	rather	embodied,	practice,	as	Lin	shows	
on	 plenty	 of	 examples,	 such	 as,	 to	mention	 but	 a	 few,	 calligraphy,	 poetry,	
tea-drinking,	painting.	He	believes	it	to	be	a	misunderstanding	to	reduce	the	




be	philosophy’s	business	 to	 see	 that	 the	mind	and	body	 live	harmoniously	
together,	that	there	be	a	reconciliation	between	the	two”.68	Observing	that	“A	
heathen can have a heathenish devotion to the life of the present and envelop 
both	spiritual	and	material	values	 in	one	outlook,	which	it	 is	difficult	 for	a	
Christian	to	imagine”,69	Lin	is	inspired	by	those	educated	in	the	Daoist	tra-
dition as well as Buddhism chan or zen techniques of focusing awareness on 
what	is	happening	here	and	now.	Long-term,	deepened	interest	in	the	subject	
strengthens	Lin’s	belief	that	it	is	thanks	to	the	practice	of	mindfulness	through	
daily  activities  that  we  retake  possession  of  our  true  selves.70	 In	 a	flash	 of	
understanding,	we	feel:
“Gratitude	 for	 living,	a	direct	sense	of	wonderment	 for	 the	benefit	 of	being	alive,	a	mystery	
which	is	implied	in	the	performance	of	the	humblest	domestic	chores.	What	mysterious	joy	that	
one	is	cutting	a	carrot,	or	drawing	water	from	the	well!	There	is	so	much	to	love	and	to	admire	
in this life that it is an act of ingratitude not to be happy and content in this existence.”71
Conclusions
In	the	context	of	the	above,	it	seems	that	Lin	belongs	to	the	last	genre	of	the	
art	 of	 living,	 defined	 by	Nehamas	 as	 the	 aestheticist	 type.	Here	 is	 how	he	
describes	it:
“The	third	and	final	genre	of	the	art	of	living	is	[…]	the	least	universalist	of	all.	According	to	
it,	human	 life	 takes	many	forms	and	no	single	mode	of	 life	 is	best	 for	all.	Philosophers	 like	
Montaigne,	Nietzsche,	and	Foucault	articulate	a	way	of	living	that	only	they	and	perhaps	a	few	









of living need to be unforgettable.”72
Summing	up,	Lin	Yutang’s	writings	 include	 the	key	elements	of	 the	philo-
sophical	practice	undertaken	by	the	philosophers	of	the	art	of	life.	Lin	under-
stands the practice as a self-oriented process that inherently includes an orien-
tation	toward	others.	For	him,	an	inherent	part	of	writing	is	publishing,	which	
enables a dialogue with the reader. Through many years of daily writing prac-
tice,	to	which	he	devotes	much	space	in	his	works,	employing	various	literary	
devices	with	extraordinary	talent,	he	manages	to	construct	a	sort	of	self	that	








text of philosophy as the art of life opens up new avenues of research on his 
work,	especially	 interesting	and	promising	 in	 the	field	 of	complex	somatic	
philosophies.	 In	 view	 of	 this	 fact,	we	 should	 also	 thoroughly	 examine	 his	
contributions	to	modern	thought,	such	as	his	pragmatic	views	on	the	body’s	
central	role	in	the	mental	and	moral	life.	Further,	his	views	on	somaesthetic	




question  for  others  again  becomes  not  whether  its  originator  succeeded  in  
practising it but whether they can in turn practice it on their own”.73 This is 
because	practical	philosophy,	as	proposed	by	Lin,	aims	to	bring	one	to	a	state	




as	passive	witnesses	of	 the	 author’s	philosophical	practice	 and	 instead	use	
it as an effective instrument for developing their own art of living and thus 
improve their everyday experience.
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Oblikovanje »sebe« putem pisanja –
Yutang	Lin	kao	filozof	umjetnosti	života
Sažetak
U radu rekonstruiram filozofijsku praksu Lina Yutanga i argumentiram da se njegova misao može 
tumačiti kao filozofija umjetnosti života. Ističem da je bit Linove filozofijske prakse umjetnost 
pisanja. Slično drugim filozofima umjetnosti života, Lin je umjetnik i filozof ujedno. Dakle, 
on sam središnja  je  tema njegovih  eseja.  U svojoj  performativnoj  umjetnosti,  Lin  konstruira  
svoje »sebstvo« i oblikuje model filozofijskog života duboko ukorijenjenog u tradiciju kineske 





Sich „selbst“ durch Schreiben formen
– Lin Yutang als Philosoph der Lebenskunst
Zusammenfassung
In der Arbeit rekonstruiere ich die philosophische Praxis von Lin Yutang und argumentiere, dass 
sich sein Gedanke als Philosophie der Lebenskunst auslegen lässt. Ich lege Nachdruck darauf, 
dass die Quintessenz von Lins philosophischer Praxis die Kunst des Schreibens ist. Ähnlich wie 
andere Philosophen der Lebenskunst ist Lin zeitgleich Künstler und Philosoph. Mithin ist er 
selbst ist das zentrale Thema seiner Essays. In seiner performativen Kunst konstruiert Lin sein 
„Selbst“ und entwirft ein Modell des philosophischen Lebens, das sich tief in der Tradition der 
chinesischen Freizeitkultur verankert hat. Daher ist das Modell des Alltagslebens, wie Lin es 





« Se » façonner à travers l’écriture
– Yutang Lin comme philosophe de l’art de vivre
Résumé
Dans ce  travail  je  reconstruis  la  pratique philosophique de Yutang Lin et  je  soutiens  que sa 
pensée peut s’interpréter comme une philosophie de l’art de vivre. Je souligne que l’essence 
de la philosophie pratique de Lin est un art de l’écriture. Comme pour d’autres philosophes de 
l’art de vivre, Lin est à la fois artiste et philosophe. Il constitue ainsi lui-même le thème de ses 
essais. Dans son art performatif, Lin construit son « soi » et façonne le modèle philosophique 
de la vie, profondément enraciné dans les loisirs de la tradition culturelle chinoise. Le modèle 
de la vie quotidienne, tel que Lin le propose est, par conséquent, pensé afin d’inspirer le lecteur.
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